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Abstract 
 
According to social identity theory, group members sometimes react to threats to their group’s 
distinctiveness by asserting the distinctiveness of their group. In four studies (n = 261) we 
tested the hypothesis that heterosexual men with a greater propensity to be threatened by 
homosexuality would react to egalitarian norms by endorsing biological theories of sexuality. 
Heterosexual men, but not women, with narrow prototypes of their gender in-group endorsed 
biological theories the most (Study 1). Heterosexual men with higher gender self-esteem, with 
heterosexist attitudes, who endorsed traditional gender roles, and with narrow prototypes of 
their gender in-group, endorsed the biological theories more when egalitarian norms rather 
than anti-egalitarian norms (Studies 2 & 3) or pro-minority ideologies that emphasised group 
differences (Study 4) were made salient. These findings show group level reactive 
distinctiveness among members of a high status group in a context of threat to the unique 
privileges that they once enjoyed.  
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Maintaining Distinctions Under Threat: Heterosexual Men Endorse the Biological Theory of 
Sexuality When Equality is the Norm 
 
In recent decades more and more people in Western countries have come to endorse 
the theory that a person’s sexual identity is determined by biological factors (e.g., Lewis, 
2009; Saad, 2012). Heterosexual people who consider sexual identity to be under biological 
control are more tolerant of lesbians and gay men than heterosexual people who consider 
sexual identity to be an effect of upbringing or personal choice (e.g., Aguero, Bloch, & Byrne, 
1984; Ernulf, Innala, & Whitam, 1989; Tygart, 2000; Whitley, 1990), and the biological 
theory is also endorsed by most lesbian and gay people (Herek, Gillis, & Cogan, 2009). 
Consequently, it is unsurprising that the biological theory is often believed to be an inherently 
‘pro-gay’ theory by many people (Hegarty, 2002). Indeed, the attributional theory of stigma 
holds that heterosexual people become less prejudiced as a consequence of endorsing the 
biological theory, because the biological theory connotes that homosexuality is not a person’s 
individual fault (Weiner, 1995). 
However, research has shown that essentialist beliefs not only imply that an 
individual’s sexuality ‘stigma’ is beyond personal control, they also suggest that there are 
fundamental distinctions between sexual identity groups (Haslam & Levy, 2006; Hegarty & 
Pratto, 2001). Whilst the first belief in the immutability of sexual identity is correlated with 
tolerance toward lesbians and gay men, the second belief that sexual identity groups are 
fundamentally distinct from each other is correlated with prejudice against lesbians and gay 
men (Haslam, Rotschild & Ernst, 2002; Hegarty, 2002, 2010; Haslam & Levy, 2006; Hegarty 
& Pratto, 2001). Indeed, the biological component of psychological essentialism increases 
stigmatization across a range of group identity domains (e.g., Keller, 2005; No et al., 2008; 
Rangel & Keller, 2011; Phelan, 2005; Williams & Eberhardt, 2008; Yzerbyt, Rocher, & 
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Schadron, 1997). Thus the biological theory of sexual identity is consistent both with beliefs 
that are understood to be broadly ‘pro-gay’ (immutability beliefs) and with beliefs that tend to 
co-occur with prejudice (distinctiveness beliefs).  
Herein, we investigated whether some heterosexual people endorse the biological 
theory for its distinctiveness, and for anti-gay reasons. Our thinking was informed by both 
social identity theory and contemporary research on reactive responses to homosexuality 
among heterosexual men. Social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) posits that 
individuals are motivated to maintain a positive and distinctive social identity, and that highly 
identified group members are particularly likely to reaffirm social identity boundaries as a 
response to distinctiveness threats (i.e., reactive distinctiveness; Jetten & Spears, 2003; Jetten, 
Spears, & Postmes, 2004; see also Brewer, 1991; Wohl, Giguère, Branscombe, & McVicar, 
2011). We extended this idea and hypothesized that reactive assertion among heterosexual 
people can lead to greater endorsement of the biological theory of sexuality.  
In so doing, we were informed by research showing that beliefs about scientific 
research about groups can express social identity needs (Morton, Haslam, Postmes, & Ryan, 
2006). Hegarty (2002) originally suggested that essentialist beliefs about sexuality might be 
expressions of values and politics among heterosexuals (Hegarty & Golden, 2008). Relatedly, 
Morton and Postmes (2009) found that highly group-identified lesbians, gay men and bisexual 
(LGB) participants reported greater belief that sexual identity is immutable when they were 
presented with a threat of denial of their social identity than when presented with the threat of 
social discrimination. Falomir and Mugny (2009) observed that heterosexual men with higher 
gender self-esteem exposed to the biological theory of sexuality showed reduced heterosexist 
prejudice. Their results suggest that gay men are easier for some heterosexual men to tolerate 
when the biological theory seems to re-affirm intergroup boundaries. The current research 
developed this idea by testing whether endorsement of the biological theory might be 
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increased among some heterosexual men in identity-threatening situations. 
What might threaten the distinctiveness of heterosexuality as a social identity? We 
posited a person x situation interaction, such that endorsement of the biological theory would 
be predicted both by propensity to be threatened by homosexuality, and by the situational 
threat posed by social support for treating gay and lesbian people in an egalitarian manner. In 
many contemporary societies, there is evidence of increasing support for social equality along 
sexual identity lines (e.g., Saad, 2012). We posit that this cultural shift can occasion a 
situational distinctiveness threat for some heterosexual men. Of course, new egalitarian norms 
lead to the expression and internalization of tolerance over time (e.g., Crandall, Eshleman & 
O’Brien, 2002; Pereira, Monteiro & Camino, 2009). However, such norms can also challenge 
ingroup distinctiveness, including distinct privileges (Falomir, Gabarrot & Mugny, 2009a, 
2009b; Sanchez-Mazas et al., 1994), and lead to reactive distinctiveness (Gabarrot, Falomir & 
Mugny, 2009; see Jetten & Spears, 2003). These dynamics also apply to sexual politics. 
Reactive distinctiveness is often prompted by threats to distinctiveness rather than status 
(Jetten et al., 2004), and heterosexual men often react against threats to the distinctiveness 
rather than the status of their group (McCreary, 1994; Wilkinson, 2004). Schmitt, Lehmiller 
and Walsh (2007) found that heterosexual people were less threatened by recognition of 
same-sex couples framed as ‘civil unions’ than recognition framed as ‘marriage’ –a status that 
only opposite-sex couples enjoy in many places. Accordingly, we hypothesized that public 
support for equal rights for sexual minorities might threaten the distinctiveness of 
heterosexuals as a group, a threat that can be addressed by greater endorsement of the 
biological theory. 
Note that our person x situation hypothesis was gender-specific, and was focused on 
heterosexual men. Socio-cultural theories suggest that traditional gender role socialization 
particularly leads heterosexual men, more than heterosexual women, to learn to define their 
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gender identities in opposition to same-sex homosexuals (Herek, 1986). Accordingly, 
homophobic slurs are much more common in the everyday experiences of boys than of girls 
(Pascoe, 2005: Preston & Stanley, 1987), are evident in heterosexual men’s everyday banter 
with each other (Gough & Edwards, 2008), and are perceived as the worst possible affronts to 
heterosexual men (Burn, 2000). Heterosexual men have been found to shift their descriptions 
of themselves to maximize their individual distinctiveness from gay men with whom they 
might interact (Talley & Bettencourt, 2008), and in response to the threat of being 
misperceived by observers as being gay themselves (e.g., Bosson, Prewitt-Freilini, & Taylor, 
2005). Such reactions can be hostile, as when heterosexual men who are misinformed that 
they have scored ‘feminine’ on a personality test (Glick, Gangl, Gibb, Klumpner, & 
Weinberg, 2007), or who are exposed to gay erotic materials (Parrott & Zeichner, 2008) react 
negatively toward gay men. Finally, Carnaghi, Maass, and Fasoli (2011) found that 
heterosexual men subliminally primed with the homophobic slur fag, became more motivated 
to assert their heterosexual identity. In several studies of individual-level reactiveness only 
men were tested (Glick et al., 2007) and in others effects were observed for men but not 
women (e.g., Bosson et al., 2005). Although it is also possible that some heterosexual women 
experience gender-related threat from lesbians (see Swim, Fergusson & Hyers, 1999), 
sociocultural theories specify that gender role socialization makes men more vulnerable than 
women to distinctiveness-based threat (Vandello & Bosson, 2013). In the studies reported 
below, we first tested for group-level reactiveness among both women and men, and focused 
exclusively on men in later studies. 
We also assumed that socialization affects men differently and leads men to differ in 
their reactions to threat. Reactive distinctiveness is a more common response to threat among 
highly identified group members (Jetten et al., 2004; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Mindful that 
heterosexual men who felt threatened by homosexuality might be unlikely to report that threat 
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directly, we used several individual differences measures as proxy variables to triangulate on 
the propensity to feel threatened by homosexuality. Homophobic prejudice has been 
conceptualized as a consequence of men’s gender socialization (Herek, 1986), and gender 
self-esteem, endorsement of traditional gender roles, and sexual prejudice are all positively 
correlated (Dasgupta & Rivera, 2006). Sexual prejudice is also higher among heterosexual 
men high in gender self-esteem (Falomir & Mugny, 2009) and among men who endorse the 
most traditional gender roles in particular when they show a tendency to distance themselves 
from gay men (Falomir, Martinez & Paterna, 2010). Finally, heterosexuals with higher 
prejudice perceive themselves to be less similar to a gay male work partner than to a 
heterosexual one (Herek, 1988; Kite, 1992; Krulewitz & Nash, 1980; see Talley and 
Bettencourt, 2008, for inconsistent findings). Accordingly, in the studies below we assessed 
propensity to be threatened by measuring participants’ narrow prototypes for gender that 
exclude homosexual people (Study 1, 3), gender self-esteem (Study 2), endorsement of 
traditional gender roles (Study 3) and heterosexist attitudes (Study 4).  
The Present Research 
In summary, four studies examined whether heterosexual men with a greater 
propensity to be threatened by homosexuality would react against evidence of increasing 
public support for equality by increasing their endorsement of the biological theory of 
sexuality. Study 1 examined if endorsement of the biological theory and the narrowness of 
heterosexual people’s gender prototypes were more closely related among men than among 
women. Two experiments then tested the person x situation hypothesis directly by making 
salient a discriminatory or an egalitarian social norm toward homosexuals (Studies 2 and 3), 
and examining which heterosexual men endorsed the biological theory the most under such 
conditions. In a final study we drew on differences between hierarchy-attenuating ideologies 
that either ‘turn the volume down’ (i.e., egalitarianism) or ‘turn the volume up’ (i.e., 
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multiculturalism) on group differences (c.f., Bem, 1995) to test more precisely whether this 
endorsement of biology was driven by threat to distinctiveness or conformity to pro-gay 
norms (Study 4).  
These studies were conducted in Switzerland. The European context differs from the 
United States where most research on beliefs about sexual identity has been conducted. There 
is evidence that the biological theory has been constructed as a pro-gay theory to a greater 
extent in the United States than in some European countries (Conrad & Merkens, 2001; 
Hegarty, 2002). Switzerland is typical of the ongoing historical trend towards greater 
tolerance of sexual minorities in European countries in recent decades. Whereas 37.9% of 
Swiss people considered homosexuality as ‘never justifiable’ in 1989, the equivalent 
percentages had dropped to 17.6% in 1996, and to 11.7% by 2007 (World Values Survey, 
2009). Attitudes to LGB people in Switzerland are positive even in comparison to other 
European countries (e.g., The Danish Institute for Human Rights, 2012; Keuzenkamp, 2011). 
Because of this pattern of social attitudes, contemporary Switzerland constitutes a reasonable 
cultural context within which to test our hypotheses about reactive distinctiveness. 
Study 1 
Study 1 used a correlational design to provide a preliminary test of our hypothesis that 
men who define their gender group in opposition to same-sex homosexuals are generally more 
motivated to endorse the biological theory of sexual orientation. We predicted that a narrower 
prototype of their gender group would be correlated with endorsement of biological beliefs 
among heterosexual men, but not among heterosexual women. 
Method 
Participants and Procedure. Eighty-nine people were approached in public places in a 
large Swiss city, including an urban university campus, and they were asked to participate in a 
study regarding the perception of social groups. Eight participants were removed from the 
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data because they were not heterosexuals (see below for inclusion criteria). The remaining 44 
men and 37 women (Mage=33.78, SD=12.08) included in the analysis below were students 
(n=45), workers (n=28) and unemployed people (n=8). After completing the study, all 
participants were thanked and debriefed about study purposes and procedure.  
Materials. The key items were embedded within a larger questionnaire regarding 
diverse social issues. Unless otherwise indicated, all measures were assessed through 7-point 
Likert scales ranging from 1 (‘Strongly disagree’) to 7 (‘Strongly agree’).  
Narrowness of gender identity was the proxy measure of propensity to threat in this 
study. Three items assessed the extent to which participants had narrow prototypes for their 
gender groups that excluded homosexual people. Two items were sex-specific, and women 
and men answered items pertaining to their own gender: ‘Homosexuality is contrary to being 
a man or a woman’, ‘[Masculinity/Femininity] may as well be embodied in a [gay 
man/lesbian woman] as in a straight [man/woman]’ (Reverse coded), and ‘A [gay man/lesbian 
woman] is also a 'real' [man/woman]’ (Reverse coded). An average score was computed such 
that higher scores indicated a narrower prototype (M=3.20, SD=1.77; α=.90). Consistent with 
past studies (e.g., Bosson et al., 2005), heterosexual men perceived their gender role to be 
more incompatible with homosexuality than heterosexual women did (M = 3.84, SD = 1.65) 
(M = 2.43, SD = 1.61), F(1,79)=15.06, p<.001.  
Two items assessed the endorsement of the biological theory: ‘Sexual orientation is 
biologically determined’ and ‘Sexual orientation has a genetic origin’. Scores on these two 
items were highly correlated, and were averaged (M = 2.76, SD=1.85), r(81)=.97, p<.001. 
Note that in contrast to increasing support for the biological theory in some populations 
(Lewis, 2009), support for the theory among this Swiss sample was comparatively low. 
Finally demographic items were presented. Our hypotheses were specific to people 
who were heterosexual, but sexual orientation is a multidimensional trait that involves 
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identification, behaviour and desire (Diamond, 2003). Three items assessed identification, 
behaviour and attraction: ‘How do you define your sexual orientation?’ (Heterosexual, 
Bisexual or Homosexual), ‘Have you previously had sexual relationships with a same-sex 
partner?’ (Yes vs. No), and ‘How often do you feel sexual attraction to a same-sex person?’ 
(Scale ranged from 1=Never to 7=Regularly). Participants were only included in the study if 
they defined themselves as heterosexuals, reported that they had not previously had sexual 
relationships with same-sex partners and scored below the middle point of the scale in the 
attraction question (see Falomir & Mugny, 2009).  
Results  
To test our main hypothesis, belief in the biological basis of sexual orientation was 
regressed on participants’ gender (-1 for men and +1 for women), standardized narrow 
prototype, and the gender by prototype interaction, R2=.10, F(3,77)=2.91, p=.04. Only the 
predicted interaction effect was significant (B=-.55), t(77)=2.49, p=.015, η2p=.07 (see Figure 
1). Heterosexual men with a narrower prototype of masculinity endorsed the biological theory 
the most (B=.69), t(77)=2.36, p=.02. However, a non-significant negative relationship 
between these two variables was observed among women (B=-.40), t(77)=1.23, p=.22. We 
tested for gender differences among participants one standard deviation above (+1 SD) and 
below (-1 SD) the mean prototype scores. Among participants with narrower prototypes, men 
endorsed the biological theory significantly more than women did, t(77)=2.37, p=.02. Among 
participants with broader prototypes, the gender difference was not significant (-1SD), 
t(77)=1.11, p=.27.  
Discussion 
Study 1 suggests a sex-specific relationship between the propensity to threat, as 
assessed through a narrower perception of gender identity excluding homosexuals, and the 
endorsement of the biological theory of sexual orientation. Consistent with past studies on 
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threats to heterosexual masculinity (Bosson et al., 2005; Carnaghi et al., 2011; Glick et al., 
2007; Talley & Bettencourt, 2008), heterosexual men perceived their gender identity as 
somewhat narrower and exclusive of homosexuals than heterosexual women. More 
importantly, such propensity to threat was related to endorsement of the biological theory 
only among heterosexual men. 
 However, two limitations of this study should be highlighted. First, Study 1 assessed 
beliefs about gender prototypes as a proxy measure of propensity to be threatened, and 
replication using a different proxy measure is required. Second, Study 1 had a correlational 
design and the two independent variables in our analysis were not independent of each other, 
as men had narrower prototypes than women. To address both shortcomings, Study 2 used an 
experimental manipulation of threat, and a measure of gender self-esteem. Indeed, gender 
similarities on gender self-esteem have been observed in past research and so we used it as a 
second proxy for propensity to be threatened (Falomir & Mugny, 2009). 
Study 2 
Past research has shown that men with high gender self-esteem are also more 
heterosexist, particularly when the motivation to maintain psychological distance from gay 
men is high (Falomir & Mugny, 2009). Accordingly, men with high gender self-esteem 
should evidence more reactive distinctiveness and show increased endorsement of the 
biological theory of sexual identity. We manipulated distinctiveness threat situationally by 
making salient social norms that promoted either equality (high threat) or discrimination (low 
threat). We predicted a three-way interaction between participant gender, gender self-esteem 
and the manipulation of norm salience; heterosexual men with higher gender self-esteem 
would endorse the biological theory most when the equality norm was made salient, whereas 
heterosexual women would not evidence reactive distinctiveness at all.  
Method 
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Participants. Sixty-nine students who were approached in the university campus 
volunteered in the study. Three of them were dropped from the analyses because they could 
not be categorized as heterosexuals on the basis of their responses to the demographic items. 
Eight further participants were dropped because preliminary analyses suggested that they had 
not experienced the manipulation (see below). Data from the remaining 35 women and 23 
men (age, M=22.17, SD=2.13) are analysed below.  
Materials. Participants initially completed three 7-point Likert items assessing gender 
self-esteem, the proxy measure for propensity to threat in this study. All items were sex-
specific as in Falomir and Mugny’s (2009) research: ‘Overall, I have a very high esteem of 
myself as a [wo]man’, ‘Overall, I am very proud to be a [wo]man’, and ‘Overall, I am highly 
satisfied that I am a [wo]man’. Higher scores indicated higher gender self esteem on this 
reliable scale (α=.86, M=5.85, SD=0.97). A preliminary analysis confirmed that overall 
gender self-esteem was invariant across participant gender, norm manipulation, or their 
interaction, all F(1,54)<2.38, p>.12.  
Participants were randomly assigned to one of the two norm salience conditions. In 
both conditions, participants were informed about the results of a bogus study described as a 
study of a representative sample of university students. Responses to four key questions were 
depicted in graphs, and the main result for each question was highlighted. In the equality 
norm condition, the graph showed that 88% of students supported giving homosexuals the 
same rights as heterosexuals, that 78% thought that discriminating against homosexuals was 
unacceptable, that 83% had no preference to interact with heterosexuals rather than 
homosexuals and that 80% had similar feelings towards heterosexuals and homosexuals. In 
the discrimination norm condition, the graph showed how 88% of students supported not 
giving homosexuals the same rights as heterosexuals, 78% thought that discriminating against 
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homosexuals was acceptable, 83% preferred to interact with heterosexuals rather than 
homosexuals, and 80% had different feelings towards homosexuals and heterosexuals. 
Afterwards, participants were presented with a forced-choice item which asked them 
to indicate whether the majority of university students supported either equality or 
discrimination towards homosexuals. This item served as a manipulation check and 
participants were excluded if they did not tick ‘equality’ in the equality condition or 
‘discrimination’ in the discrimination condition. Eight participants were dropped from the 
analyses for this reason.1 Finally, participants completed the measure of endorsement of the 
biological origins of sexual orientation (r(58)=.69, p<.001; M=4.10, SD=1.85), and the 
demographic items as in Study 1. 
Results  
Endorsement of a biological basis of sexual orientation was regressed on norm 
manipulation (-1 = equality and +1 = discrimination), participant gender (-1 = women and +1 
= men), standardized scores on the gender self-esteem, as well as all possible interactions 
between these three factors, R2=.29, F(7,50)=2.93 p=.012. This analysis revealed only a 
significant 3-way interaction effect (B=-.56), t(50)=2.07, p=.04, η2p=.07 (see Figure 2).  
As predicted, no significant effects were observed among women, all t(50)<1.14, 
p>.25. Among men, the norm by gender self-esteem interaction effect was significant (B=-
1.00), t(50)=2.46, p=.017, η2p=.10. In the equality norm condition, men with higher gender 
self-esteem endorsed the biological basis of sexual orientation more (B=.84), t(50)=2.37, 
p=.022. However, in the discrimination norm condition, this relationship was negative and 
non-significant (B=-1.16), t(50)=1.58, p=.12.2 For men with higher levels of gender self-
esteem (+1SD), endorsement of the biological theory was higher in the equality norm 
condition than in the discrimination norm condition t(50)=3.53, p=.001. For men with lower 
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levels of gender self-esteem (-1SD), there was no difference between conditions, t(50)=0.69, 
p=.49.  
Discussion 
In Study 2, we manipulated the salience of equality and discrimination norms and saw 
that men with high gender self-esteem endorsed the biological theory to a greater extent when 
equality norm was made salient. As in Study 1, there was no evidence of reactive 
distinctiveness among women. Consequently, our subsequent experiments included only men 
and we continued to triangulate by broadening the range of variables used to identify 
propensity to threat.  
Study 3 
Study 3 aimed to replicate and extend the findings of Study 2 by operationalizing the 
propensity to threat with the measure used in Study 1 (narrowness of gender identity), and a 
measure of the endorsement of traditional gender roles. Past research suggests that men who 
endorse traditional gender roles are motivated to maintain gender role distinction and 
unambiguous category boundaries in their interactions with individual targets (e.g., Bosson et 
al., 2005; Whitley, 2001). Among heterosexual men who perceive a strong dissimilarity 
between their own group and gay men, the endorsement of traditional gender roles is 
positively correlated with sexual prejudice (Falomir et al., 2010). Thus we advanced 
independent predictions that heterosexual men who excluded homosexuality from masculinity 
and those who endorsed traditional gender roles would endorse the biological theory to a 
greater extent when the equality norm was made salient, and we conducted separate analyses 
to test these predictions. 
Method 
Participants. From the 80 men who initially volunteered in the study, we excluded 
four who we could not define as heterosexual and ten who mistook the norm induction 
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information (see note 1). The participants (age, M =35.54, SD=12.29) were students (n=16), 
workers (n=38), unemployed (n=4) or did not provide occupational information (n=8). Unless 
otherwise indicated, the procedure was similar to that used in the previous studies. 
Materials. Propensity to threat was operationalized in two different ways. We 
measured the narrowness of masculinity as in Study 1 (M=3.46, SD=1.58; α=.80). The 
endorsement of traditional gender roles was assessed using a 10-items scale adapted from the 
Gender-Role subscale of the Liberal Feminist Attitude and Ideology Scale (Morgan, 1996). 
Higher scores indicated a more positive attitude towards traditional gender-roles (α=.91, 
M=2.83, SD=1.53). Sample items include ‘Both men and women should take care of their 
children’ and ‘A man who stays home to care for his children instead of working full-time can 
feel productive.’ Unsurprisingly, a narrower perception of masculinity was positively and 
strongly correlated with endorsement of traditional gender roles, r(66)= .72, p<.001. Scores 
on both factors did not differ among participants assigned to different conditions of the 
experiment, F(1,64)=0.67, p=.41, F(1,64)=0.54, p=.46, respectively. 
Participants were then randomly assigned to the egalitarian norm or discriminatory 
norm conditions, using the results of a bogus study as in Study 2. Afterwards participants 
completed the manipulation check item, the endorsement of the biological theory items 
(r=.67, p<.001; M=3.55, SD=1.82), and demographic items as in previous studies.  
Results 
We performed two separate regression analyses with the endorsement of the biological 
theory as the dependent variable. Both included the norm manipulation (-1=equality and 
+1=discrimination) as an independent predictor. The first analysis included the standardized 
endorsement of traditional gender roles scores as well as their interaction with the norm, 
R2=.11, F(3,62)=2.60, p=.059. Only the interaction between endorsement of traditional gender 
roles and the norm manipulation was significant (see Figure 3) (B=-.46), t(62)=2.04, p=.045, 
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η2p=.06. Men who endorsed traditional gender roles also endorsed the biological theory the 
most in the egalitarian norm condition (B=.55), t(62)=2.02, p=.047, but not in the 
discriminatory norm condition (B=-.38), t(62)=1.04, p=.30. Furthermore, the biological 
theory was endorsed more in the egalitarian condition than in the discrimination condition 
among men who endorsed more traditional gender roles (+1SD), t(62)=2.53, p=.014, but not 
among men who did not endorse traditional gender roles (-1SD), t(62)=0.38, p=.70. 
The second analysis included narrowness of masculinity (standardized scores) as well 
as its interaction with the norm, R2=.16, F(3,62)=3.94, p=.012. This analysis also showed only 
a significant interaction effect (B=-.64), t(62)=3.00, p=.004, η2p=.12 (see Figure 3). Men with 
a narrower perception of masculinity endorsed the biological theory more in the egalitarian 
condition (B=.63), t(62)=2.17, p=.034, but endorsed that same theory less in the 
discrimination condition (B=-.65), t(62)=2.07, p=.042. The biological theory was endorsed 
more in the egalitarian condition than in the discrimination condition among men with a 
narrower prototype of masculinity (+1SD), t(62)=3.29, p=.002. The reverse pattern among 
men with a broader prototype of masculinity was not significant (-1SD), t(62)=0.94, p=.34. 
Discussion  
Study 3 was a conceptual replication of Study 2, and the results of both experiments 
triangulate our reactive distinctiveness hypothesis. As predicted, those men with high 
propensity to be threatened responded to salient egalitarian norms with increased support for 
the biological theory of sexuality. However, there is an alternative explanation of these 
results. In the discrimination norm condition of Study 3, men with narrower prototypes 
endorsed the biological theory more in the egalitarian condition and less in the discrimination 
condition. This effect was consistent with those effects observed for gender self-esteem 
(Study 2; see note 2) and traditional gender roles (Study 3), even if these were not significant. 
These findings could be evidence of conformity with social norms rather than reactive 
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distinctiveness. Hegarty (2002) found that participants in both the US and the UK understood 
that beliefs about the immutability of homosexuality expressed positive attitudes to gay and 
lesbian people, and that beliefs about the distinctiveness of sexual identity groups expressed 
negative attitudes. Thus, men with a propensity to be threatened may have endorsed the 
biological theory to appear more pro-gay in response to the egalitarian norm and endorsed it 
less to appear more anti-gay in response to the discrimination norm. Our final study focused 
on the distinction between such conformity to pro-gay norms and reactive distinctiveness.  
Study 4 
To examine whether increased endorsement of the biological theory in response to 
social support for equality evidences reactive distinctiveness or conformity with pro-gay 
norms, we primed heterosexual men with pro-minority (hierarchy-attenuating) ideologies that 
emphasized either similarities between groups or the distinct positive attributes of minority 
groups. Egalitarian ideologies—much like colour-blindness and antiracism ideologies—
emphasize similarities between individuals and groups as a rationale for equal treatment, 
while multicultural ideologies aim to improve intergroup relations by emphasizing valued 
features that make groups positively different from each other (e.g., Mazzoco et al., 2011; 
Plaut et al., 2009; Richeson & Nussbaum, 2004; Vorauer, Gagnon & Sasaki, 2009; Wolsko et 
al., 2000). Egalitarian arguments in favour of ‘tolerance’ toward lesbians and gay men are 
commonly researched in social psychology (Kitzinger, 1987), but some have argued that 
queer approaches that highlight and value the distinct features of sexual minorities have been 
comparatively neglected (e.g., Hegarty, 1997; Minton, 1997). There is evidence of belief in 
distinct positive attributes of sexual minorities; many US students value lesbians and gay men 
because they stereotype them as distinct gender non-conformers who loosen the grip of 
gender norms on everyone (Massey, 2009), and gay lesbian and bisexual people who 
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successfully endure stigmatization have recently been argued to be ideal candidates for 
creative leadership in organizations (Fassinger, Shullman, & Stevenson, 2010).  
As multicultural ideologies emphasize difference and may even reinforce intergroup 
categorization and essentialism (Doise, Deschamps & Meyer, 1978; Haidt, Rosenberg, & 
Horn, 2003; Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987), they allow us to test whether 
endorsement of the biological theory is a consequence of conformity to pro-minority norms or 
reactive distinctiveness. If our reactive distinctiveness hypothesis is correct, then only in the 
egalitarian condition will readily threatened heterosexual men reactively endorse the 
biological theory. If such men use the biological theory as a vehicle to conform to pro-gay 
norms, then they ought to endorse the biological theory in both the egalitarian and 
multicultural conditions. In this final study, we assessed heterosexual men’s propensity to be 
threatened by homosexuality by measuring their heterosexist attitudes.  
Method 
Pilot Study. We first conducted a pilot study to ensure that the texts we used to prime 
the egalitarian and the multicultural norms were perceived as equally favourable to minorities 
in general and as equally pro-gay. In both conditions, a 111 words long paragraph initially 
emphasized that social diversity in Western societies is often a source of conflict, and that 
societies have to prevent and manage these tensions. The second paragraph (about 145 words) 
provided the experimental manipulation. In the egalitarian condition this paragraph 
emphasized the relevance of equality and non-discrimination to deal with this issue, whereas 
in the multiculturalism condition the paragraph emphasized the relevance of acknowledging 
group differences and valuing diverse group characteristics. Neither text mentioned sexual 
orientation or sexual minorities.3 
Ten women and 9 men within the university campus volunteered to read one or other 
versions of the text, attributed to a local newspaper. They completed two items anchored by 
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scales ranging from 1 (‘absolutely not’) to 7 (‘yes definitely’). ‘To what extent is this position 
favourable to social minorities?’ and ‘To what extent is this position favourable to 
homosexuals?’ A mixed-model 2x2 ANOVA with text type as a between-subjects variable 
and the target group (social minorities vs. homosexuals) as a within-subjects factor, showed 
only a main effect of target group, F(1,17)=5.92, p=.02, η2p=.25. As could be expected, the 
texts were perceived as more favourable to minorities in general (M=5.94, SD=1.71) than 
specifically to homosexuals (M=5.36, SD=1.77). Neither the norm manipulation, 
F(1,17)=0.00, p=.98, nor the interaction, F(1,17)=1.12, p=.73, were significant. Accordingly, 
we used these texts to operationalize social norms that were equally favourable to minorities, 
and which did not seem to particularly favour homosexuals over minorities in general. 
Participants and Procedure. From the 57 initial participants, one was dropped because 
he was not heterosexual. The final sample consisted of 56 heterosexual men (age M=33.08, 
SD=9.52), including students (n=16) and workers (n=40). Unless otherwise indicated, the 
procedure was similar to that followed in previous studies.  
Materials. Heterosexist attitudes were assessed using the 25-item scale developed by 
Falomir and Mugny (2009). This measure was reliable, and higher scores indicated a more 
positive attitude towards homosexuality (α=.92, M=4.58, SD=1.08). Attitudes were similar 
among participants assigned to different conditions of the experiment, F(1,54)=0.44, p=.51.  
After completing this measure, participants were randomly assigned to either the 
egalitarian or multicultural social norm condition. As in earlier studies, the texts 
communicated that these ideologies were normative. Each text described a representative 
survey of 5,000 people in the Swiss canton where our study was conducted in which 90% of 
respondents had endorsed the relevant ideology. 
Next, participants completed a manipulation check. They indicated their belief that the 
majority of the Swiss population supported equality with two items (i.e., ‘The majority of 
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society supports the non-discrimination of social minorities’ and ‘The majority of society 
supports laws enforcing equality between social groups’), and their belief that the majority 
supported multiculturalism with two items (i.e., ‘The majority of society acknowledges the 
specific qualities of each social minority’ and ‘The majority of society supports laws valuing 
the specific qualities of each social minority’). All four items were presented as 7-point Likert 
items ranging from 1 ‘absolutely not’ to 7 ‘yes definitely.’ The questions pertaining to the 
induced norm were presented first in each norm condition. Endorsement of equality (M=4.38, 
SD=1.43; r(56)=.52, p<.001) and of multiculturalism (M=4.32, SD=1.43, r(56)=.62, p=.001), 
were positively correlated, r(56)=.60, p=.001. 
Endorsement of the biological basis of sexual orientation was assessed next with the 
same two items used in Studies 1-3, r(56)=.72, p<.001 (M=2.83, SD=1.57). Demographic 
items were presented last, including the sexual orientation items used in Studies 1-3. 
Results  
Manipulation Check. We conducted a mixed-model 2x2 ANOVA with the 
manipulation of norms (egalitarian vs. multicultural) as a between-subjects factor and the 
perception of social support for the relevant ideology (equality vs. multiculturalism) as a 
within-subjects factor. The predicted interaction effect was significant, F(1,54)=10.35, 
p=.002, η2p=.16. In the equality norm condition, public support was perceived to be higher for 
equality (M=4.75, SD=1.36) than for multiculturalism (M=4.21, SD=1.51), F(1,54)=4.34, 
p=.04. In the multiculturalism norm condition public support was perceived to be higher for 
multiculturalism (M=4.44, SD=1.35) than for equality (M=3.96, SD=1.43), F(1,54)=6.16, 
p=.016. Comparison across conditions showed that the experimental manipulation affected 
perceptions of public opinion about equality, F(1,54)=4.43, p=.04, but not public opinions 
about multiculturalism, F(1,54)=0.34, p=.56.  
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Perceived biological basis of sexual orientation. The endorsement of the biological 
theory was regressed on the norm manipulation (-1=equality and +1=multiculturalism), the 
standardized attitude scores and the interaction between these two factors, R2=.22, 
F(3,52)=4.89, p=.005. The main effect of the norm manipulation was significant, men 
endorsed the biological theory more in the equality condition than in the multiculturalism 
condition (M=3.20, SD=1.66, M =2.40, SD=1.37, respectively), t(52)=2.29, p=.026, η2p=.09. 
The attitude main effect was also significant, t(52)=2.60, p=.012, η2p=.11; men with negative 
attitudes toward homosexuality endorsed the biological theory the most (B=-.50). Finally, the 
predicted attitude by norm interaction effect felt short of traditional significance levels, 
t(52)=1.86, p=.068, η2p=.06 (see Figure 4). The relationship between negative attitudes and 
endorsement of the biological theory was significant in the egalitarian norm condition (B=-
.86), t(52)=3.17, p=.002, but not in the multicultural norm condition (B=-.14), t(52)=0.52, 
p=.60. Among men with negative attitudes to gay men, the biological theory was endorsed 
more in the egalitarian condition than in the multiculturalism condition (-1SD), t(52)=2.94, 
p=.005, but no differences between conditions were observed among men with positive 
attitudes to gay men (+1SD), t(52)=0.29, p=.77. 
Discussion 
In Study 4, more prejudiced men endorsed the biological theory to a greater extent 
when the egalitarian norm was salient but not when the multicultural norm was salient. This 
interaction is consistent with our interpretation of earlier studies that evidence of public 
support for equality prompt reactive distinctiveness because it threatens some heterosexual 
men’s sense of being distinct from gay men rather than because it prompts them to conform 
with pro-gay norms. Given that these findings were observed specifically among heterosexual 
men with anti-gay attitudes, they provide clear support for the hypothesis that such reactive 
endorsement of the biological theory can be a vehicle for the expression of anti-gay rather 
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than pro-gay sentiment. The results of Study 4 are also consistent with Jetten et al.’s (2004) 
conclusions that threats to distinctiveness, more than status, typically lead to reactive 
distinctiveness (see also Schmitt et al., 2007).  
General Discussion 
As heterosexuality becomes less of a basis for distinct social advantage in Europe, and 
possibly elsewhere, some heterosexual men react by asserting the distinctiveness of sexual 
identity in the domain of biology. Results showed that support for the biological theory of 
sexual identity is greater among some heterosexual men when they are presented with 
evidence that equal social treatment of all people is normative. Heterosexual men with narrow 
prototypes of their gender group (Studies 1 and 3), those with higher gender self-esteem 
(Study 2), those who endorse traditional gender roles (Study 3), and those who have negative 
attitudes toward gay and lesbian people (Study 4) showed increased endorsement of the 
biological theory under such conditions. These proxy variables triangulates around the 
conclusion that heterosexual men vary with a propensity to be threatened by homosexuality 
experience of group-level distinctiveness threat that leads them to endorse the biological 
theory in these studies.  
The current findings show how hypotheses drawn from social identity theory can 
usefully engage the study of sexual identity and vice verse. They support the reactive 
distinctiveness hypothesis (Jetten et al., 2004), and are particularly consistent with past 
research showing that highly identified group members show reactive distinctiveness when 
intergroup similarity is high, and specifically when an equality norm is made salient (Gabarrot 
et al., 2009). Furthermore this defensive reaction is a response to the distinctiveness threat 
rather than a status threat (Jetten et al., 2004; Jetten & Spears, 2003; Tajfel & Turner, 1986; 
Wohl et al., 2011).  
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By drawing together social identity theory and research on heterosexism, our studies 
suggest the possibility that salient egalitarian norms may lead heterosexual men to engage in 
group-level strategies to maintain distinctiveness. However, we caution against hasty 
analogies between individual and group-level distinctiveness. Whilst both high- and low-
prejudice heterosexual men may distance themselves from individual gay men in interaction 
(Talley & Bettencourt, 2008), only prejudiced heterosexual men responded to the threat to 
group distinctiveness prompted by the equality prime in Study 4. At the individual level of 
analysis, Dasgupta and Rivera (2006) have distinguished between the endorsement of 
prescriptive gender roles (traditional beliefs about gender) and investment in asserting 
heterosexual identity to others (traditional beliefs about gender identity). Carnaghi et al. 
(2011) found only traditional beliefs about gender identity to be affected among heterosexual 
men who were subliminally primed with homophobic slurs. These variables may have their 
equivalents at the collective level, as when groups collectively act to organize ‘straight pride 
parades’ in direct reaction against gay events which celebrate gay culture and raise 
consciousness about inequality (Huffington Post, 2011). The dynamics of defensive assertions 
of heterosexuality could be systematically compared across individual and group levels, and 
differences and similarities between individual and group level reactance might be observed 
in both the laboratory and the field.  
These studies add to a body of research suggesting that essentialist beliefs about 
sexual orientation can be consequences of intergroup motives (Hegarty, 2002; Morton & 
Postmes, 2009). Hegarty (2002) examined beliefs about immutability as a resource for 
expressing pro-gay sentiment and Morton and Postmes (2009) found that highly identified 
LGB people adapt these beliefs strategically in response to different kinds of threat. However, 
the present studies uniquely show how endorsing the biological theory might address broadly 
anti-gay functions. Such uses of the biological theory may seem particularly counter-intuitive 
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when set against attribution theory’s claim that the biological theory leads heterosexual 
people to become more tolerant (Weiner, 1995). However, the result may help to explain why 
sexual prejudice and endorsement of the biological theory are so robustly correlated, whilst 
experiments fail to show consistent evidence that teaching the biological theory of sexuality 
engenders more positive attitudes (Hegarty & Golden, 2008). As such, these results contribute 
to the emerging consensus that multiple group interests can be expressed through the 
endorsement or rejection of essentialist beliefs about groups (Morton & Postmes, 2009; 
Verkuyten, 2006).  
Indeed our results suggest one reason for this flexibility; people might conceptualize 
the biological theory of sexuality as being about immutability or distinctiveness to varying 
degrees in different situations or in different cultures. Our two-item measure of the 
endorsement of the biological belief is similar to items that have loaded on beliefs on 
immutability rather than distinctiveness in past correlational studies conducted in the United 
States and United Kingdom (Haslam & Levy, 2006; Hegarty & Pratto, 2001), which lead to 
the conclusion that participants constructed such general items about biology as pertaining to 
immutability more than to distinctiveness. We did not aim to replicate the factor structure of 
essentialist beliefs observed in previous studies here because our studies were conducted 
among volunteer members of the public and in French and we aimed for items that would 
remain close to people’s everyday talk about biology rather than to inquire about their logic in 
more fine-grained ways. The results of Study 4 particularly show that in some contexts the 
implication that groups are distinct can be a more salient feature of the biological theory than 
the implication that group identity is immutable (see also Hegarty, 2010). Future research 
should assess whether the biological theory can be grounds for responding to threats to 
distinctiveness in cultures such as the United States where the theory has been more 
consistently constructed as a pro-gay theory (Conrad & Merkens, 2001).  
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We wish to caution against three possible over-interpretations of these new results. 
First, we remind readers of the cultural context of this work and the low levels of endorsement 
of the biological theory evidenced in all four studies. Our conclusions about the situation-
specific meanings of the biological theory may or may not apply to a cultural context such as 
the United States in which the biological theory has been consistently constructed as a pro-
gay theory (Conrad and Merkens, 2001). Second, reactive distinctiveness is but one response 
that heterosexual men can make in response to evidence of increasing support for sexual 
identity equality. Many heterosexual men showed no such response here and some 
heterosexual men perceive themselves as ‘allies’ in pursuing equality (Stotzer, 2009). Third, 
all accounts of differences between sexual identity groups are not necessarily heterosexist, 
reactive or anti-gay (see Herek, 2010; Massey, 2009). Indeed, sexual minorities also endorse 
distinctiveness beliefs (Morton & Postmes, 2009), and sexual minority researchers in 
psychology have challenged the ‘liberal humanist’ views that there are no meaningful 
differences between gay and straight people at all (Kitzinger, 1987). Study 4 in particular 
suggests that norms and ideologies that turn the volume down on group differences (e.g., 
egalitarianism) can exacerbate distinctiveness motives, in some situations where ideologies 
that emphasize group differences (e.g., multiculturalism) do not. That study suggests that 
strategies that are more akin to multiculturalism, such as polycultural ideologies (Rosenthal, 
Levy & Moss, 2011) and queer approaches (Minton, 1997; Hegarty, 2011), need further 
exploration and research. 
Concluding Thought  
 Finally, we wish to position this research in historical context. Our research might 
appear to be the first demonstration of a defensive projection of heterosexual men’s interests 
onto a scientific theory captured by social psychology experiments. However, Bramel (1963) 
exposed heterosexual men to false feedback suggesting that they had had erotic responses to 
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male stimuli, and observed their ‘defensive projection’ which took the form of estimating that 
a larger proportion of the population had homosexual tendencies. While Bramel’s 
experiments were deemed unethical in their time, the phenomenon he captured remains 
relevant in a context where pro-gay activists routinely assert a larger size for the homosexual 
minority than anti-gay activists do (Pruitt, 2002). Similarly, our findings evidence 
defensiveness which seem surprising when set against the majority view that the biological 
theory is a pro-gay theory. Separated by half a century, and by enormous shifts in the cultural 
contexts, both pieces of research show how some heterosexual men will come to endorse 
theories about sexuality as a consequence of defensiveness.  
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Footnotes 
1. In Study 2, six participants (5 men and 1 women) were excluded in the equality norm 
condition, and 2 men were excluded in the discrimination norm condition. This 
finding suggests that male participants are overall more reluctant to acknowledge the 
existence of the equality norm, which is consistent with our theoretical reasoning. 
However, Study 3 used exactly the same procedure and from the 10 male participants 
who were excluded from the analyses for the same reasons, 2 were in the equality 
norm condition and 8 were in the discrimination norm condition. Accordingly, those 
participants who mistook the norm induction did not follow a coherent pattern, and 
any theoretical reasoning can be advanced.  
2. Despite that variances between-conditions for the main dependent variable are equal 
(Levene’s test: F(3,54)=0.22, p=.88), that for gender self-esteem are not 
(F(3,54)=2.76, p=.05). Indeed, the range of this variable for the male participants is 
shorter in the discrimination norm condition (from 5 to 7) than in the egalitarian norm 
condition (from 2 to 7), which could explain the non-significant but higher B observed 
in the discrimination norm condition, as compared to the egalitarian norm condition. 
This suggests that we should be cautious before concluding about the non-significant 
effect observed in the discrimination condition.  
3. All materials are available from the first author.   
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Figure 1. Perceived biological basis of sexual orientation (predicted values) as a function of 
participant gender and perceived narrowness of gender identity (+/-1SD; Study 1).  
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Figure 2. Perceived biological basis of sexual orientation (predicted values) as a function of 
participants’ gender, social norm and gender self-esteem (+/- 1SD; Study 2). 
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Figure 3. Heterosexual men’s perceived biological basis of sexual orientation (predicted 
values) as a function of social norm and endorsement of traditional gender roles (+/- 1SD) or 
perceived narrowness of masculinity (+/- 1SD; Study 3).  
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Figure 4. Perceived biological basis of sexual orientation (predicted values) as a function of 
social norm and attitude towards homosexuality (+/-1SD, Study 4). 
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